One in four upper secondary school students in Norway experience nearly single-sex classrooms, an unintended consequence of choosing certain vocational study programmes, such as Healthcare, childhood and youth development or Building and construction. This raises a question about how female students describe their experiences of social relationships and class room culture within the context of a gender-segregated vocational education setting. Analyses of educational biography interviews reveal that stories of conflict, competition and cultural differences dominate and are often described using derogative or gendered language, such as 'bitching', 'gossip' and 'drama'. These stories demonstrate a break with gender stereotypes but, at the same time, accentuate femininity by aligning the behaviour to stereotypical discourses of 'girl' behaviour. In their stories, gender loses its importance as a basis for solidarity and commonality when students share the same gender; instead, hierarchies and other differences become highlighted.
Introduction
Research on single-sex education tends to focus on single-sex education's effects on learning outcomes (Mael et al. 2005; Smyth 2010; Younger and Warrington 2006) , with less interest in the social processes that a uni-gendered setting could evoke. Within the vocational education and training (VET) research field, male students receive relatively more attention than female students (Niemeyer and Colley 2015) , and research regarding female students in VET is limited. The importance of a sense of belonging and community for learning and education completion has been well established (Markussen 2016; Osterman 2000) , and female VET students in Norway complete their upper secondary education at a higher rate than their male counterparts (Markussen 2016) . As such, this study's focus is to understand the processes of gender identification and social relationships through the stories of young female students in female-dominated VET programmes.
At age 16, a nearly full cohort of young people in Norway transition into upper secondary education; half of them enter into vocational education programmes. Research and public discourse have often focused on the 42% of VET students that do not complete upper secondary school within five years 1 . A second aspect of vocational education has received less public interest; the gender imbalance in the recruitment to vocational education programmes (cf. Haasler and Gottschall 2015) . According to Statistics Norway, 30% of male and 21% of female students in the Norwegian upper secondary education system follow one of five vocational education study programmes 2 in which more than 85% of the students are the same gender (Statistics Norway 2013) . This is a profound break from the lack of gender segregation in Norway's compulsory school (Wiseman 2008 ) and the state regulations against permanent single-sex teaching (Ministry of Education 1974 , 1998 . The reasoning behind the regulation is to ensure equal education for all and to promote equity, non-discrimination and unitary schooling. The background for the gender segregation in upper secondary vocational 1 Compared to 14% of the general education students (Markussen 2016) . 2 Share of female students: Design, arts and crafts (DAC) (88.4%), Healthcare, childhood and youth development (HCYD) (85.2%), Technical and industrial production (10.8%), Building and construction (5.5%), Electricity and electronics (5.3%) (Statistics Norway 2013) . In all, the students choose between 12 upper secondary school programmes upon leaving compulsory education. Of these, eight are vocational programmes (Sales and service, Agriculture, Fishing and forestry, Restaurant and food processing, in addition to the five mentioned above). Male students comprise 57% of the VET students . For the VET students, the normative route to a vocational certificate is two years in school and two years in apprenticeship. In reality, however, a greater number male than female VET students transition into training and later vocational certification, and 71% of apprentices are male . Female VET students more often transition into general studies, than male students do.
education however, is that the students 'self-sort' into stereotypically gendered vocational subjects and education programmes (cf. Niemeyer and Colley 2015) . In Norway, the educational choice process accentuates young people's autonomy at an important age for gender identity development (Smette 2015, Foskett and Hemsley-Brown 2001) . As such, the fact that certain subjects and vocations are coded as stereotypically feminine or masculine may enter into their gender identity development process (Gottfredson 2002) and their selfsocialisation into certain occupations (Heinz 1999) .
During secondary schooling years, important gender identification processes take place, and social relationships and experiences are highly formative. Research based on constructivist or gender-relational perspectives has discussed whether single-sex schooling affirms or breaks stereotypical gender constructions (J. Jackson 2010; Younger and Warrington 2002) . In her review of single-sex education research, Smyth sees research potential in exploring national gender regimes and their possible relationship to gender (re)construction within single-sex schooling (Smyth 2010, 53) . From this perspective, there is particular interest in young female students' social relationships in Norwegian single-sex classrooms -a country where gender equity is high on the agenda -and the way stereotypical femininity is countered or reaffirmed in female peer interaction. A vocational education setting, where gender constructions relate to constructions of subjects and vocations, could influence these young women's choices of further education and work (Estévez-Abe 2012; Haasler and Gottschall 2015) .
This paper aims to analyse young female students' stories about social relationships in allfemale upper secondary VET settings.This study aims to explore how these female students describe relationships, competition, conflicts and community in terms of stereotypical or nonstereotypical femininity. While social psychological perspectives on young people's identity development may offer insight into important social aspects of being young in a school context, the current study focuses on gender discourses, practices and identity from a constructivist perspective on identification processes (Hall 1996) . This study considers gender stereotypes and constructions to be potential resources as well as possible constraints for young people's (self-)socialisation in education, in line with such a perspective. However, the study argues that this self-socialisation may also be important for their development and trajectories into young adulthood, as would be suggested by social-psychological perspectives.
The analyses show that this study's female students use negative stereotypically gendered terms to describe their social relationships with classmates, and that aspects other than gender seem to be more important for creating integration and a feeling of commonality and belonging. The first part of this article will review research on single-sex schooling and gendered discourses in education. Following the data and method description, the four results sections will focus on social relationships described by the informants, including supportive relationships, competition and conflicts. This study will then turn to the question of whether the female informants see their gender as important for group identification.
Qualitative studies on single-sex schooling and gendered discourses in education From one perspective, single-sex schooling has been initiated as a means to counter boys' underachievement (Younger and Warrington 2006) , and from another, to benefit female students' schooling and psychosocial development (Gilligan, Lyons, and Hanmer 1990) . These arguments diverge in their understanding of the relationship between schooling and gender stereotypical behaviour. In the 'boys' underachievement' setting, single-sex schooling is seen as allowing teaching efforts to align with what was described as boys' learning styles, thus affirming gender stereotypes (Younger and Warrington 2006) . Gilligan et al. (1990) , on the other hand, argued that single-sex schooling allows female students to voice their aspirations and develop stronger autonomy than they would in a co-educational setting, thus breaking with gender stereotypes. In their literature review, Mael et al. (2005) found little evidence for the latter argument, as some studies found that single-sex schooling affects self-concept and locus of control, while the opposite was true for self-esteem. However, Mael et al. (2005) claim that female students in single-sex classrooms could be expected to tell stories of positive classroom cultures with 'the potential to increase aspiration levels and open new opportunities for students' (85).
Critics of same-sex education claim that pro-single-sex education arguments rest on 'the unfounded assumption that humans come in two varieties-male and female' (J. Jackson 2010, 227) . A parallel critique is found in literature pertaining to the 'underachieving boys' discourse (Skelton 2001) , in which gender group generalisations are seen as being based on essentialist assumptions that disguise huge variations in how male and female students are 'doing gender'. As Smyth (2010) points out, single-sex schooling takes place in very different contexts. Female students in Norway's female-dominated vocational education could differ in their way of 'doing gender' from, for instance, the predominantly middle-class student body of selective all-girls Catholic schools (cf Gilligan, Lyons and Hanmer 1990) . Additionally, the members within the group of female students may vary greatly. Qualitative studies may offer a greater understanding of diversity in gender constructions generally and in VET, and how young people use or counter stereotypically feminine ideals and behaviour in a school setting.
In her book Gender Play (1993, (90) (91) (92) (93) (94) (95) , Barrie Thorne describes how research on gender in schools has contributed to discourses that describe school gender cultures as 'separate and different'. In these descriptions, female students were found to be dyadic, private, collaborative and focused on relationships and intimacy. Consequently, the constructions of female school cultures emphasised connection, solidarity and commonality-an 'egalitarian ethos' where conflicts were not expressed directly. Ambjörnsson (2004) shows how Sweden's female students are expected to be soft, caring, tolerant, controlled and other-oriented. Her 'S-girls' (Social sciences programme, academically oriented) live up to this ideal, constantly negotiating and struggling to fit the mould.
However, both scholars describe behaviour and events that break with these expectations. Thorne's description of the tomboy (1993) and Ambjörnsson's (2004) description of the loud and angry BF-girls (Child care and recreation programme, vocationally oriented) show how female students can break with expectations, counter discourse and shape their own gender role and identity. Thorne warns that the overarching discourses of femininity may skew research and cover up the signs that female students behave counter to expectations, noting that this should be taken seriously in all gender and schooling research. In an article on gendered subjectivities in the choice and transition to vocational education, Lappalainen, Mietola and Lahelma (2012) assert that ideas of different social cultures exist in female-and male-dominated work and education fields. However, their data on 'duplicity and gossiping'-which may be far from the egalitarian ethos Thorne's review described as feminine (1993)also demonstrated features of the strongly female-dominated VET field of social and healthcare education. The authors interpret this as aligning with stereotypically gendered expectations. Thus, gendered narratives might not be as univocally 'feminine' or counterstereotypical as assumed; gender stereotypes may shape behaviour, represent emotions and inform the stories of female students in all-female classes in different ways.
Learning and socialisation in education shapes current and future identities related to gender and career. The literature reviewed above inspires this study to analyse the way gender discourse and stereotypes are represented in female VET students' stories, based on the assumption that how femininity is made relevant in a school class influences learning and socialisation, as well as students' future identities. This study analyses the narratives of school class relationships. Are relationships described as supportive and caring paralleling the stereotypical constructions of female school cultures described by Thorne (1993) ? If the stories describe competition and conflict, are they described in ways that break from the female gender stereotypes? Another question is whether a school class of (nearly) only female students creates a gender identity bond or if other aspects of their identity are of equal importance. In addition to focusing on female students in VET, this article sheds light on processes of identity, belonging and support in a gender-segregated vocational education setting.
Data and methods
This article is based on educational life-story interviews conducted in 2013 with female students who completed a vocational upper secondary study programme with at least 85% female students. These interviews originate from a larger body of interviews with VET students in Oslo that were conducted as part of the study Safety-VET: Qualification and social inclusion in VET, which is a study on VET drop-out and completion processes, focusing on the development of learner identities, social inclusion and competence. In this study, male and female VET students were recruited through various channels.
For this article's purposes, the female respondents in gender-segregated VET were analysed. The 13 female VET students included in the Safety-VET project were all born and raised in Oslo and were pulled from the Longitudinal Oslo Youth Study 2006-2010 sample (Hegna 2014) . These informants had previously consented to being contacted for this purpose and were at the age of expected VET completion (21 years old). Two of the respondents had not followed a predominately female study programme and were not included. Two informants who had not completed upper secondary education were included in the analysis due to their experience with all-female education. Six informants initially studied in the Healthcare, childhood and youth development study programme (HCYD), while five informants studied in the Design, arts and crafts programme (DAC). Four of the six HCYD students had parents in working-class positions, while of the five DAC students, three were from middle-class backgrounds. Of the 11, five had two Norwegian-born parents, three had an immigrant family background and three were of mixed origin.
The interviews took the form of educational life stories up to the age of 21, starting with the first day at school and following the interviewee's school biography-their learning experiences, their classmate and teacher experiences, the transitions between school levels and their parents' role in their education. This method was selected to access narratives of the processes and as well as development over time in their education, reflecting the combination of the two perspectives of the study. The interviews are thus seen as recollections and re-constructions of the informants' schooling, and their stories must be understood and analysed as such. In their narratives, gendered constructions of relationships and identities are found. In turn, these understandings have a bearing on the young women's understanding of themselves and their role in class and in education, which can add to the analysis of social-psychological processes of belonging and development.
The interview section that touches on the social relations and VET class experiences was introduced with an open question that asked the students to talk about their class. Only after their initial description did the interviewer probe into the particular situation of the all-female environment. Most informants mentioned before the probe was introduced that the female student dominance in their class was characteristic of their vocational education. All but two interviews were conducted by a research assistant; of the remaining two, one was conducted by the author and one was conducted together.
All interviews were fully transcribed and coded using Nvivo10 3 . All utterances that described social relations and student social interaction were coded. In the initial analysis phase, the analytical themes were related to support, collaboration, conflict, competition, similarity and difference. Stories about the female student dominance in their class characterised the material. Thus, in further thematic analyses, the gendering of the stories and the gendered meanings attached to both these conflicts and to the positive and negative relationships were included. The material presented in this article represents different aspects of their stories, with quotes including 8 of the 11 informants. These were selected to represent the main aspects of social relationships found in the interviews, as well as to exemplify the different ways in which this is described and the roles stereotyped femininity constructions play in their stories.
Social support and encouragement towards completion from female class mates?
Lisa was the first student interviewed for the project. She was a 21-year-old woman who started her upper secondary education in the DAC study programme five years ago. After one year of general arts, crafts and design studies, she spent one year specialising in interior design before choosing the one-year supplement 4 to obtain a general education certificate.
We asked her about her thinking related to this option: This quote describes a female collective where higher education aspirations spread from those who planned from the start to take the supplementary year to those planning to (hopefully) complete the vocational education and start working in low-skilled jobs-for instance in home decor stores. Lisa also points out how many students have unrealistic expectations about their possibilities in the labour market after completing upper secondary VET. Their wishful thinking receives a hard reality check through other people's (co-students or others) information, and they realise that to get to 'do the things they want' in their working life, they have to study further. This indicates how receiving knowledge about possibilities and occupational information from co-students that you trust can be important for aspiration formation. In addition, this may be seen as an example of how selfunderstandings and gender-and work-related identities are constructed via the influence from others.
This community of students agreed that it would be easier to take the supplementary year if they did it together, supporting the friend that 'staggered' and almost opted out of school during the third year. This supportive class culture echoes Mael et al.'s hypothesis (2005) and exemplifies how an all-female environment could support the development of higher education aspirations, give social support, foster motivation and help spread information about labour market demands. As such, her story could also be said to echo traditional constructions of female school cultures in the emphasis placed on collaboration and solidarity. At the same time, Lisa's story of how the female collective acted on their aspirations to seek higher education and work their way through the theoretical supplement is also a story about strong will and fighting spirit. In this way, the female students opt out of a vocational route, which often provides low pay and few career opportunities, to seek higher education. For Lisa, with her middle-class background and later studies in art history at the university, this may not have been such a big step, but for others in her group, this could have been quite ambitious. Thus, at play in her story is not univocally traditional constructions of gender.
However, more examples of particularly supportive environments and positive school climate were not found when analysing the following interviews; instead, those interviews contained an overwhelming body of stories of open, aggressive conflicts and classroom competition. It became evident that the informants were not only describing events and experiences that were riddled with this, but that they were also drawing upon a general body of discourse on female conflicts that influenced the way they experienced and described these conflicts.
Competition in the classroom
In the interview with Christine, she was asked if many of her friends from lower secondary school followed her to her upper secondary school. She answered by talking about the special case of being in a class of 27 female students. She described herself as a girl who only 'clicks' with a few other girls, while with boys 'it is a bit more relaxed atmosphere'. With girls however:
Christine Christine grew up in Oslo's affluent west end, with parents employed in positions indicating high cultural capital. In her quote, she describes the sort of competition for status and achievement that other interviews similarly described as going on in several of the femaledominated classrooms. Status hierarchies were very much in play, based on looks, academic performance or skills, coolness, ethnicity and so on. In Christine's story, this is described as a side of the female gender in general: 'it's a girl thing'. However, Susanna, who was also in the DAC programme but who grew up with her working-class mom explains the hierarchy as being the result of one person. As she explained, 'We were all like a big group of girls at first, but then I realised that one of the girls was more like a boss than the rest of us. She started to select/pick out people she didn't like, and the rest of us were supposed to follow her lead'.
Theorists have highlighted how women who break gender norms and stereotypes can be 'punished' by others-women should not be bossy, and if they are, they need to combine domination with softness and 'warmth' to get away with it (Rudman and Glick 2001) . While the informants' stories could be interpreted as examples of this 'backlash', this study argues that their stories are more indicative of what adults in school often label and depreciate as 'girl trouble', but which might also characterise the social exclusion processes that often lead to bullying (Søndergaard 2012) . Interpreted this way, the stories of competition could be seen as within the discourses of stereotypical feminine 'troublemaking', though also as 'clever' and 'bossy' female students breaking stereotypes. The informants' stories about competition describe the 'bitching' as a strategy for holding each other down or to put themselves in front. Heidi's story below clearly illustrates how competition can be perceived as a negative force in a social environment, marginalising some and favouring or supporting others: In this class, being 'loud' and being 'best' merges in the description of the dominating students, and Heidi describes a school setting where 'quiet' femininities are marginalised. The DAC programme-due to its closeness to possible highbrow cultural activities-may attract more middle-class students than other VET programmes. As a consequence, social-class backgrounds may be made salient in the classroom hierarchies and in the way some feel entitled to 'own' the school (cf Bourdieu and Passeron 1990). While Christine is critical of this behaviour, she attributes it to female students in general, perhaps seeing the processes from an unacknowledged powerful position. Susanna and Heidi, however, recognise how the behaviour is related to female students with power who 'own' the school. Encouraging female students to compete and take risks is important in a gender-equity perspective. In a social support perspective, however, competition in class needs to be 'sound' and not degrading to other students, lifting some students at the expense of others.
Gendered stories of conflicts
Stories about conflicts are also overwhelmingly present in the stories the young women tell of their upper secondary vocational schooling, with the majority describing negative stories (3) or very negative stories (5) about 'drama', fighting and 'bitching' in class. Some short examples show how these kinds of conflicts during the school year were described: The quotes describe different degrees of conflict, which span from quarrelling, 'girlish' behaviour and snide remarks all the way to 'dump of gossip', 'hell' and fistfights. Describing her class as a 'dump of gossip', for instance, leaves no doubt that this was a negative situation for Rebecca and her class.
In analysing the stories, one particular narrative about female conflicts emerged. The importance of this widely shared discursive level was first noticed in the interview with Lisa, where we probed for her opinion of the all-female class. Lisa's answer revealed that she assumed that we were expecting a certain answer: In her answer, Lisa starts out with a happy exclamation but quickly works to deny what she must have deduced from our question to be the underlying expectation. In her answer, she seems to play up to a perceived expectation of problems and quickly links these problems to an expected degree of drama in an all-female environment. She also describes her own expectations about foreseen drama. It was later on in the interview that Lisa told the story about support and common aspirations that was quoted above. By asking about single-sex schooling experiences, we cannot rule out that we introduce the problem focus to which she responded. Our question cannot, however, be said to have induced any hints of what these problems may be.
The use of the word 'drama' draws upon a cultural construction of female conflicts and positions like 'drama queen'. One urban dictionary humorously defines it in the following manner: 'Something women and especially teenage girls thrive on. Consisting of any number of situations that have an easy solution, which would bring a fairly good outcome, but these girls choose another, shitty, bad way to deal with it, again consisting of backstabbing, blackmailing/gossiping/betraying their friends.' 5 This 'definition' of drama exemplifies the stereotypical gendered narratives alive in young people's cultural frame, which our informant's answer could be drawing on.
Several of the stories draw upon a certain set of gendered terms for conflicts and tension. Most obviously 'bitchy', but also 'drama', 'gossip' and the way the conflicts are seen as 'girlish' construct these events as specifically feminine conflicts. In addition, the acts of conflict are described as stereotypically feminine: quarrelling, snide remarks, hassle, gossip, backstabbing and screaming. Third, these terms are very much linked to negative forms of 'feminine' behaviour; 'bitchy' or 'girlish' are associated to immorality and immaturity. The narratives and constructions of feminine conflicts are infused with these cultural constructions, and the young female students' experiences are in turn coloured by and interpreted in light of these constructions. On the one hand then, the yelling and the fistfight could be said to break from the stereotypes of feminine behaviour. On the other hand, the discourse colouring the language used for these conflicts is largely central for stereotypical femininity. Ambjörnsson (2004) , in her study in Sweden, explained how the BF-girls (female students in Child and Leisure VET) described themselves as noisy and crude, making themselves heard in the school corridors. While the middle-class female students dismissed them as 'exaggerated', the BF-girls saw themselves as more true and less phony. Lyng (2004) also describes female students in a Norwegian lower secondary classroom with the term 'wildcat' to portray a female student role where lack of rule compliance and loud behaviour is the mode. Last, but not least, Carolyn Jackson's (2006) 'ladettes' completes the picture. These descriptions of disruptive behaviour and conflicts between female students or between students and school underline how these female students break from femininity and gender stereotypes. By doing so, disruption and conflicts are removed from the available scope of feminine behaviour.
Contrary to the descriptions of Thorne (1993) and Ambjörnsson (2004) , this study argues that the animosity in these informant's stories is not described as a break from gendered femininity expectations, but rather as aligned with a stereotypical discourse of 'girl' behaviour. On the one side, characterising the conflicts negatively, like 'bitching' and 'drama', can be interpreted as an example of 'backlash' towards agentic women (Rudman and Glick 2001) . At the same time though, when these young female students interpret their own behaviour in terms of stereotypical femininity, it is hard to see the resistance.
Breaking homogeneity
Based on the previous paragraphs, one can question the basic assumption of the sameness of and commonality between female students in a single-sex educational setting, as Smyth (2010) mentions in her review. These interviews provide very few stories of these students having much in common or being similar in any way. Many informants-including those who told stories about the extensiveness of drama-instead told stories about the variety of female students in their class. Instead of underlining similarity, they mentioned diversity, social cliques, cultural differences and life style differences: In several of the stories, dissimilarity is repeatedly underlined. The students are described as being very different from each other. This seems to break from the idea that these students create a unanimous female group with similar traits.
As the students tell their stories of how little they have in common with their classmates, they also break from any expectation that there would be female solidarity among them. Rather, gender loses its importance as a common denominator as they highlight other characteristics to define their friends. In this quote, Jenny describes how the other students were very different from what she was familiar with:
Interviewer Jenny had friends at home and in school, but they were very different from each other. After her school friend was included in her group of local friends, her school friend became 'just like us'. The importance of friends being 'just like me' is accentuated by the difference they felt to all the others in class.
Some of the interviewees contrast their friendships with male students to the 'drama' of the female students' group, describing male students as more straightforward and easy going. Still, many also tell stories about friendships with other female students in class, often hinting at the importance of being 'just like' their friend. A hint as to which characteristics they consider important for grouping their fellow students as 'similar' or 'dissimilar' lies in the way they describe themselves and the different groups or cliques in class. Some are described as 'the quiet girls' or 'a little nerdy', with others as 'the party girls'. Another dimension for difference relates to music or cultural styles, for instance, describing one group of students as 'others'.
Jenny (above) grew up in the slightly more affluent west end of Oslo but started her upper secondary education in the working-class-dominated east end. Choosing a vocational education and enrolling in an east-end school was an unusual choice for her local lower secondary school peers. Her trouble in reading and achieving good grades, however, narrowed the choices she had available in 10 th grade. This caused difficulty for her transition to upper secondary school because the student body was very different from what she was accustomed to: A third position that underscores the lack of importance ascribed to the common denominator of gender can be found in a quote from Lisa, who at the end of the interview denied the relevance of the question all together: 'I think that there were so many other things that were different that it didn't really depend on the number of girls or boys in class. The transition from lower to upper secondary was about so much else … so many other changes that I don't know if I thought about it really'. In Jenny's case, social class and ethnicity fell together and marked a significant difference between her and her classmates, overriding any gender-based commonalities, if there were any in the first place. In her story, the usual social class hierarchies seem to be turned on their heads, as some ethnic minority students from working-class backgrounds started to bully Jenny on her first day. For Maria and Tina, gender was not seen as an important source of similarity because there were other dimensions to establish the 'just like me'-feeling, as well as there being inseparable differences between the female students, as was the case for Jenny.
Discussion
The analyses of female VET students' stories about their experiences of social relations in their primarily female-dominated class show that stories of competition, conflicts, hierarchies and differences are more prevalent than stories of commonality, support, belonging and caring. On the surface, this could suggest the conclusion that female VET students in gendersegregated Norwegian education break from stereotypes of typical feminine behaviour in education. However, I argue that the analyses also indicate that the informants' narratives construct these social relationships as stereotypically feminine because of their use of terms such as like drama, bitching, gossip and backstabbing.
The young women in this study relate their conflicts to specific 'feminine' traits, drawing upon essentialist notions of the female nature. On the other hand, they place strong emphasis on the differences between the students in class and how they needed a friend that was just like them. These demarcations were based in different styles, cultural interests, ethnicity and social class, and these were considered more important for signifying difference than gender was for signifying similarity and commonality. Put another way, gender was not the only important dimension the students used to identify with others in the class. The foundation for belonging was the ever-returning need of teenagers to have friends 'just like me' in adolescence. Classic descriptions of adolescent society (Coleman 1961 ) and the life crisis of adolescent identity confusion (Erikson [1968] 1994) reveal that an important task in adolescence is the formation of meaningful relationships and the development of a sense of self and identity through social interaction. By doing this, the adolescents' perspective of importance shifts from being similar in early adolescence to being unique in the late teens, according to Erikson ([1968 Erikson ([ ] 1994 . Upon reflection of their past school years, the students put a great deal of emphasis on both difference and similarity in describing the structures of their almost uni-gendered school social environment. Thus, female gender as a broad social category does not contribute to identification in itself.
Discourses of femininity and conflict, as well as forms of 'feminine' practice, may offer identity and community to some, but they can marginalise others. The patterns this study identified may also be found in other all-female school contexts, or even in groups of female students in co-educational contexts. Nevertheless, this finding breaks from a major underlying notion of the positive effects of single-sex schooling, namely, that putting many female students in the same class will result in a supportive climate that is symptomatic for what these female students have in common -some essential female quality that will be accentuated by bringing them together. It also underlines the need for theories focusing on the social dimensions of learning to reflect important questions of power, hierarchies, selection and exclusion among students (Evans and Niemeyer 2004, 9-10) .
Within feminist perspectives, researchers have highlighted how negative sanctions on female aggressiveness and competition also serve to police the limits of accepted feminine behaviour (Brown and Chesney-Lind 2005) . In the female students' talk, it is obvious from the negative terms they use to describe conflicts and competition in the classroom that they frame these conflicts as both stereotypically feminine and illegitimate at the same time. Leaving the discursive level aside for a moment, however, it is also apparent that these conflicts and the competition between the female students have real, negative consequences. For some of the interviewees in this study, the conflicts were on the verge of harassment and bullying. Schott and Søndergaard (2014) describe a new perspective on bullying as a relational phenomenon; rather than the bully being defined by some innate aggressive quality, the cause of bullying should be sought in the social relationships and hierarchies of students. In the VET classrooms represented in the female students' stories, intersecting hierarchies of social class, ethnicity and school 'cleverness' seemed to underline the conflicts behind their classmates' bids for power and popularity.
A limitation of this study is that we do not have the stories of the female students who quit their VET education. Upon reflection, the 21-year-old students were quick to point to the 'drama' of an all-female class as characteristic of their VET education. This may in part have been prompted by our questions about this aspect of VET, but at the same time this indicates the commonality of these discourses of stereotypical femininity in school. In the students' hindsight, this is constructed as partly a negative memory.
Concluding remarks
The informants represent a cohort of female students in Norway starting upper secondary VET in 2007, in which only 23% completed a trade certificate and 37% completed a higher education admission certificate (Vibe et al. 2012) . Apart from one of the interviewees, all the female students in this study represent the group of female VET students who managed to complete their education with a VET or higher education admission certificate. As such, these informants represent some of the 'winners' of the Norwegian VET system. Even so, their stories tell of numerous negative relations and persistent lack of belonging, and are sometimes ripe with the 'resilience of the survivors' (Evans 2006; 401) . One of this study's findings is that grouping female VET students together does not contribute to the sense of belonging and support that has been shown to be of importance for the completion of VET education (see e.g. Elffers et al. 2012) . Understanding how VET students' sense of belonging or detachment is affected by the gender segregation of VET study programmes may be relevant to our understanding of the social mechanisms of non-completion of VET education.
Another finding of this study is that stories of competition and conflicts are common. However, these stories show that while this may be seen as a sign that female students in female-dominated classes do break from stereotypes of feminine behaviour, it is worth noting that the female students themselves interpret the behaviour as stereotypically feminine. In the process of identification that takes place during youth, such femininity constructions may play a part. Thus, this research contributes to our knowledge on female VET students by focusing on the often gender-segregated nature of VET as a context for social relationships and important identity development processes. Vocational programmes have been remarkably stable in their gender segregation, which is in contrast to the trend of higher education, and identity theory based explanations for this have been suggested to be particularly importance in VET systems with an early or high degree of tracking as is the case in Norway , Reisel et al 2015 . The autonomous choice of educational pathways at the age of 15 in Norway leave more room for adolescent gender stereotypical behaviour and self-understanding to play a part in this choice. More research is needed to understand if and how students' gender identity processes in the VET context through these gender stereotypical choices represents a mechanism in education that contributes to later gender segregation in the labour market.
